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ABSTRACT v .
This study examined the public behavior between
adults and children in 557 groups and evaluated the effects of group
size, number of children (16 years of age and younger), and number of
adults on the cross-age interactions. For a 10-second period, all
social interactions between members of a group were recorded us;ng an
unobtrusive observational methodology. Observations were made in a
broad range of public settings, including shopping centers,
restaurants, clinic waiting rooms, and libraries, in the Minneapolis
area. Results indicated that as the size of the observed groups
increased from two to six irlividauals, the average number of ‘
cross—age interactions decreased significantly. More spec1f1cally,
the decrease appeared to be in touching and talking, but not in
smiling. However, the decline in average number of interactions was
primarily unidirectional, showing a strong decrease in child-to-adult
interactions while the adult-to-child interactions were less strongly
affected by group size. (Author/JMB)
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What happens to cross-generatioR interactions between adults and children
when others, either children or adults, are preseot? Although larger groups
provide for potentially more dyadic interactions, a deduction often reinforced
by the media in.programs such ag "'The Waltons,"” 1t seemed to us that in a
group of three or more people the extra injividuals are going to reduce the
contacf between‘eny specific pair. Although counterexamples can be thought
of (e.g., the disinhibiting effect of a sociable person on two shy people or
the peace makiog disinhibition produced by aAneutral party), in general it
seems probable that in larger groups it is more difficult to maintain specific
interactione.

In a prior study (Rosemblatt, 1974) ye found that the presence of one
or more children reduced the adult~t0'aduit tooching, talking, and smilingA
in selected public settings such as shopping centers, zoos, and parks. In
this study we wished to expand the sCOPe of the earlier research and examine
the effect of increasing group size o0 the quantity of cross-generationAsocial
interactions. More specifically, we Were interested in the effect of greater.
numbers of adults and ooildren on dyadic talking, touching, and smiling between
adults and children. |

| Hethog

This research, as in the prior study, yas elso intended to explore the
usefuiness and limitations of an unobtTugive ohservational methodology (cf.
Webb, Campbe}l, Schwartz, & SechreSt; 1966). with increasing concern about

"the invasion of privacy whenever researchers‘probe into family interactions

:'through more obtrusive means such as exPeriments, questionnaires, and inter- :

views, it has become increasingly more lmportant to determine the limits of

less direct forms of investigation.



Procedure

In total four raters (two male anditwo female) were trained. Each rater
was to observe groups of individuals coﬁtaining at least ome adult and ona
child {16 years of age or younger) and tally who touched, talked, or amiledb
at whom in a perlod of 10 seconds. Touching included oniy apparently deliberate
contact and smiling was only‘recorded when 1t éppeared to be'directed at |
another individual ‘in the group.

The raters would position themselves at a location in a public settihgv
where they would have a clear view of an area where groups might either pass
or slt for periods in excess of 10 secomnds. Raters had been grained to time
out a 10 second interval and hold in mémory all within~-group interactions |
which occurred over that period. At the end of 10 seconds they recorded all
predgfined,interactions in a standardized matrix format. Observers also
recorded the surmised age and group role (i.e., male parent, oldest male
child, etc.) of each individual.

The public settings observed included shopping centers, an art show_ an
auto show, restaurants, fast food stands, ice cream parlors, clinic waiting
rooms, a church parking lot, airport lounge areas, and 11brar1es. All obser~
vations were conducted in the Minneapolis city area. Ve attgmpted to coven.
as broad a range of public settings s possible; however, we tried to stress
those settings where we‘believed crosg-generation groups would spend more of
thelr time.

Results

T T T The partitions of the 557 groups observed by the number of adults and
children within each case are shown in Figurevl; The upper matrix describes

the sumber of cases of each type and the lower matrix provides the same
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: information as percentages of the total number oficases, The Chi Square for

the'adnlt by child distribution did not reach significance,‘xz (9 df) = 4.58.
Approximately 91.4 percent of the groups observed had no more than two

adults or children.l Although we" probably have an adequate ‘number of observa-»
tions for inferential statistics of the hree ‘adults or children cases, thete‘t
are so few fonr adults or children cases_that caution shouldgbe exercised in |
generalizing from them. It should also be noted that 80.1 percent of all
groups observed contained three or fewer individuals. o

A1l the groups observed appeared to be family units. It‘is probably safe
to conclude that our study is an examination of the interaction of parents
and their children in public settings.

Social Interactions:

mFigure 2 depicts the average number of social interactions from adults

to children (AC), from children to adults (CA), and elther from adults or

children (ACA) which 1s a count of any cross—generation interactions emitted.

Only the “verage or per persom interactions are plotted to control for the

_absolute imcrease in interactions which would occur with a simple increase

in“tbe size of the group. For AC interactions the dencninatar is the‘totai
number of aduits, for CA‘interactionsrthe totalonumberlof chii&ren, and for
ACA_interactions tle total number of individuals in the group;

As the group size increases from two to six individuals, the average ACA
interactions emitted decrease significantly, F (4 552) = 5 22, p <: 01. This

decrease in interactions shows a small but highly significant linear correla—

., Jtion, r=-.19 (N = 557),. p <.00L,. The AC (r = =.1C, N = 557, ,p.< 05).and. ...
CA(x = -.13, N = 557 p <.001) slopes in Fiaure ‘2 are remaikably similar
. 3in shape to the ACA curve and indicale a genmeral effect of increased group

" alze toward fewer per person social interactions being emitted
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Figure 3 graphs the separate types of ACA social interactioms éﬁitted
as a functiocn of the number of individuals in the group. Both the average
amount of talking (F (4,552) = 3.55, p<.0l; r=-.15, N = 557, p <.00L)
and touching (F (4,552) = 3.47, 2_ < 0l; r= ‘-V.15,' N = 557, p_"(.OOl) decreasjivedr ‘
significantly with an increase in group size. Althbugh the effect for smiles
did not reach significance, the slope eQidenced a slight decling. Althouéh
‘the aﬁove anaiysis shows a strong dampening effect on interaétiohé‘betweeh"‘:
adults and children with increasing group size, we were more interested in _H
the effect of the number of children on the interactions between adults and
chiidren. |

The average for each of the three typeé of social interactions‘fme ,
children to adults by the number of children in the group is shown in Figure
4. Here the decline of child initiated interactions ﬁitb increésing_numbéfs
of children 1s readily observed for talking (xr = —.09; N = 557, p < .05),
touching (r = -.15, ¥ = 557, p < .001), and smiling (x - —.12; N =557, p <
.01). 4An important question then is does the decline im CA interaétions
indicate a basic decrease in child Initiated interactions or a shift of these
interactions to the other children. In the 220 cases observed with two or.
more children the average child to ¢hi1d interactions seem to be uraffected
by the number of children present. Neither the interaction types taken
together or singularly showed any significant changé with increasing numbers
of children or evidenced any significant linear trends. Even when we examine |
only those 139 cases without very young childfen, who may be less free to
‘.interact,(S-years~oldnor«younger);~we-stillifind“nO”significangiincrease“or"
trend in child to child interactions witﬁliﬁcreasing numbers of children in

the group.



Increasing numbers of children appear to cause a direct decrease in
child to adult interactions without any concomitant increase in the child to
child interactions. The chiidren in lazger groups seem to be less interactive
in general; however, the primary decline is in childéinitiated.interactiona
te adults. |

There was also a significant decrease in the‘AC internctions emitted‘with
increases in the number of adults in the group, ¥ (3,553) = 27;33, P <.,001;
I =-.34 (N =557), p<.00l. This overall effect was mirrored in significant.
declives in smiling (F (3,553) = 2.84, P<.05 r=~.10, p < c1), touching
(F (3,553) = 7, 92,.2_<: 0l; £ = ~.19, p <. 001), and talking (F (A, 553) =
29.62, p ( Ol, r=-.3, p<.001). The curves for the three response types
by the number of adults are graphed in Figure 5. Of the 557 cases oaly 15
had three or four adults; therefore, the'weight of this effect lies with the
increase from one to two adults. With only-three cases havingf?our adults 4n
our sample, the slight increase in nteract lons shown in tte figure for those
‘groups 1is based on too small a sample for speculation. .

The dramatic decrease in AC interactiona with the increaae from one to
two adultsvis interpreted as a sharp decline in parent initia“ed behaviors
toward their children when both‘parents were present.- It appears that when
both parents are present they tend to concentrate slightly more on eacb other
and significantly less on thelr children.

We wish to point out that all the analysis detailed above focused on
emitted‘behavior. Our stress hag been on. the effecta of othere on the produc-
“tion of " eocial behaviora directed toward other individuale 1n 'themgroup.~ Weuﬁmm“
are currently eaamining the receptive behavior side of Lhe group interactione

to determine if specific children have more behavior directed at them by other

children and adalts.
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At this point we are quite pleased with the usefulness of the unobirusive
observational methodelogy used in this study. Obviously we restricted the"
focus of our study to public behavibr becausé our methodolegy 18 difficult
to employ in privatée setfings. We found we were abie to adequately categorize
and reccrd the specific behaviofs we Selécted for a 10 second time sample
without the meed to resort to more permanent recording teéhniqueS'such as

vidéotaping.

-
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Partition of cases by the number of children and adults

in each case for the number of cases observed (above) and for the

percent of the total number of cases (below).
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@@ Adult to Child (AC)
O— ——=<Cross Generation (ACA)
158 ' O———O Child to Adult (CA)

Average Number of Social Behaviors Emitted

Nuﬁ:ber of Persons in the Group

Figure 2,
o “Group size effects on ‘general so?:‘alinteract‘foﬁsbet;reen
~ adults and children. ééhéiéiﬂ":sbvciai intex"actions is the sum of

the talking, touching, and smili‘ng‘ behaviors emitted.
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.fsg}- O———0 Conversations

&H— — —-A Touches ,

2———{ Smiles

gl

Average Number of Social Behaviors Emitted

Number of Persons in the Group

arered
o

Figure 3.
Nﬂgcqupwsizgueffects_on“selectedﬂsocial‘interactionambetween.mmf~~~ﬂ~ww~~

adults and children.
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Average Numbgr of Social Behaviors Emitted

‘ O———0 Conversations

Or— — —A Touches

O——————- Smiles

Number of Children in the Group

Figure 4.
Number of children effects on selected social interactions

from children to adults.
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‘O———O0 Conversations

Are — —A Touches

O———— Smiles

Averagé wumber of Social Behaviors Emitted

Rumber of Adults in the Group

Figure 5.

Number of adults effects on selected social interactions

from adults to children.
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